
Self-righting Life Raft

During 1980's Hurricane Allen, a 30-ton yacht

plying the Caribbean between Jamaica and Cuba was
literally lifted out of the water and capsized by winds
estimated at more than 200 miles per hour. But the four
men aboard survived in a unique, high-stability, inflatable ...............
life raft which rode out the fierce winds and enormous

seas for 42 hours until the group was picked up by a

Norwegian tanker.
Their survival craft was a Givens Buoy Life Raft,

designed and manufactured for inventor Jim Givens of J

Tiverton, Rhode Island by RPR Industries, Inc., Apex,
North Carolina. The raft, which consists of a canopied

topside andan underwater hemispheric ballast chamber,
is displayed by Givens and his wife Meredith (above). The
Caribbean incident was one of many in which the

75-pound raft has demonstrated its ability to withstand F
extremely adverse weather conditions. It is credited with

saving 230 lives in the last five years.
Many seagoing vessels use inflatable life rafts as

primary survival equipment. The U.S. Coast Guard

requires that American-built rafts have stabilizing
devicesmsuch as water bags or "pockets"mwhich
provide limited ballast. But the Coast Guard has
acknowledged that conventional lightly-ballasted rafts
can be capsized by high winds or heavy seas, possibly
drowning the occupants when the inside of the
raft floods.

The Givens Buoy Life Raft has a heavy ballast
stabilization system which negates the capsizing

problem. A "flapper valve" admits large amounts of

water to the hemisphere chamber, providing ballast to

keep the center of gravity constant; the stabilization
system compensates for changes in wave angle and for
weight-shifting as raft occupants move about. The raft
cannot overturn in normal seas; the photo below
illustrates a test in which Coast Guard personnel tried to

capsize the raft but could not. If a rogue wave of
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exceptionalstrengthshouldoverturntheraft.itwill
somersaultandrightitself,asithasdonerepeatedlyn
actualsurvivaloperations.

TheGivensraftisbasedinpartonNASAtechnology.
DuringtheApolloprogram,ocean-landedastronautsleft
theirCommandModulesandwaitedin inflatableraftsfor
pickupbyhelicopter.NASAfoundthatimproperly-
ballastedflatbottomraftstendedtooverturnunderthe
forceofthehelicopter'sdownwash.SoJohnsonSpace
Centerdevelopedanewmethodofraftstabilizationfor
whichNASAsecuredapatent.Workingindependently,
JimGivensdevelopedaverysimilarsystem.Hepatented
hisowninventionandobtainedanexclusivepatent
licenseforuseoftheNASAtechnology.

Producedinvarioussizes,theGivensBuoyLifeRaft
hascapacitiesrangingfromsixto20persons.Theraftis
housedinacanister,availableinseveralconfigurations
forcompactstowageaboarddifferenttypesofvessels;
twobox-likecanistersareshownaboveandtwo"low
profile"versionsforyachtsarepicturedatright.Apull
onalinetriggerstheautomaticinflationprocess.
Inflationsnapsthecanister'sbands,thedualbuoyancy
chambersinflateandtheself-erectingcanopycoversthe
raft'stopside.Thewholeprocesstakes12seconds.

TheGivensrafthasfoundwideacceptanceamong
operatorsoffishingboats,pleasurecraftandother
vessels;some6,000raftsareinworldwideuse.The
CoastGuardispurchasingGivensraftsforuseonits
rescuehelicoptersandtheNavyhasadevelopment
programtoadaptthesystem.Lastyear,theCoastGuard
announcedaproposedamendmentto itsregulations
thatwouldrequirelargeballastchambersonall
inflatableliferafts. 101


